INTRODUCTION
The eighteenth century saw the significant transformation of ballet from its early origins as a lavish aristocratic entertainment in Renaissance Italy to the form we now know as classical ballet, featuring professionally trained dancers dressed in white dancing on their toes en pointe -the Romantic image of ballet so familiar today. Most current definitions of ballet mention the formal gestures, steps and poses, and the costumes and scenic effects which ballet as an art form employs 'to convey a story, theme or atmosphere'. 1 From the spectacles Taking a chronological approach, we begin in the 1660s, in the middle years of Louis XIV's reign, when the focus for dance moved gradually from the court to the theatre, and professional dancers began to appear. The article investigates the factors which reversed the early eighteenth-century theatre convention of representing ancient gods descending to earth, so that by 1800 man is himself depicted attempting to ascend to heaven. The first professional female dancers are recorded appearing as early as 1681 dancing at the Académie Royale de Musique (later to become the Paris Opéra). Opéra which regulated and codified both court and theatre dance, producing the first internationally renowned dancers, both male and female. Performances on the stage became ever more elaborate and in its role as the European leader of ballet as an art form, the Paris regime set the parameters for movement and costume, which became gradually more restrictive. However, the third quarter of the century reflected a desire to move away from the strictures of the Paris Opéra and to create a new form of dance that told stories entirely through mime. Focus shifted away from gods and goddesses, and concentrated more on human dilemmas and emotions. It was the era of ballet d'action. The final years from 1789 brought the upheaval of revolution in France. This revolt against constraint and control was mirrored at the Opéra which was ultimately forced to employ costumes that released the body to move more freely, and expressed the new fascination with classical lines.
BEFORE 1700: BALLET DE COUR
Ballet at the court of Louis XIV was presented as part of a spectacle of music, dance and voice designed to dazzle and impress the courtiers, ambassadors and other visitors who formed the audience with the wealth, taste and magnificence of his court. In England the masque, another composite form of court spectacle, had performed a similar function earlier in the century.
Louis XIV was acknowledged to have been an accomplished dancer, 'Since his childhood, this prince, who had received from the hand of Nature a noble and majestic figure,
had loved every sort of physical exercise and had added to his natural gifts every grace that could be acquired.' 3 He displayed his talents frequently in entertainments known as ballets de cour. Supporting roles were taken by aristocratic amateurs, those who had the social status to perform alongside him. The formal intricately patterned choreographic figures within these court ballets demanded only that those courtiers who danced should stand and move with strength and elegance in order to enact their roles. This dance noble style represented such courtly attributes as elegance, nobility, generosity and honour. 4 Costumes for the dancers participating in these court entertainments were heavily embellished and decorated, not only to depict the character being represented but also to dazzle the spectator. The costume design for Louis XIV's appearance as Apollo in Le Ballet de la Nuit in 1653 clearly illustrates the male style ( Figure 1 ). Louis is shown wearing a classical-style Roman breastplate, fitted to the form of his body and worn with tunic and heeled shoes. His helmet is surmounted by tall plumes in accordance with convention.
Feathers had come to signify gods and heroic characters; the feathers added height and grandeur to these characters' presence, and allowed them to be easily distinguished, even at the back of a dimly-lit stage. The stiff ruff of the previous era which had restricted head movements has gone, and the padded sleeves, soon to disappear, are softer allowing for greater arm movements. The Italian designer Stefano della Bella (1610-1664) among others, was summoned to France to design for the court in 1645, bringing with him this Italian classical style for male costuming. 5 In England the Italian style of design was imported much earlier by the architect and designer Inigo Jones (1573-1652), who had travelled across Italy between 1596 and 1604. He was responsible for settings and costumes for most of the masques produced at the Stuart court of King Charles I (1600-1649).
Women's costumes, essentially an embellished form of court dress, were more restrictive, as can be seen in a c.1700 engraving of Mademoiselle Marie-Therese de Subligny (1666-1735), one of the first female professional dancers at the Paris Opéra (Figure 2 ). 6 The diminishing size of bulky sleeves in fashionable dress from the middle of the century meant that elegant arm gestures were now possible for women, but heavy skirts and long trains would have been inhibiting and hidden any footwork, thus making the women's movements generally more limited than men's. By the 1660s Henri Gissey (c.1621-1673), who is thought to have designed Louis's Apollo costume, had been appointed as costume designer at the French court. Gissey created many dramatic and fantastic costumes for ballets which required zephyrs, nymphs, and other mythical beings, alongside the usual gods and goddesses.
The Roman style of skirted tunic for men, later referred to as a tonnelet, allowed them to perform jumps, turns, complex footwork, both à terre (on the ground), and en l'aire (raised), in what was later known as a half-aerial position. 7 The heeled shoes required dancers to use pliés (bending the knees outwards with a straight back), and demi-pointe (heels raised with the weight on the balls of the feet), in order to articulate phrasing when dancing. They also demanded a more exaggerated turning-out of the feet than is otherwise natural. The audience would have instantly recognised the classical iconography displayed on the costumes, the golden rays of the sun representing Apollo, or a lion skin and club denoting the character Hercules, for example. Rules for costuming were written down in 1681 by Le Père Ménestrier (1631-1705) in Des Ballets Anciens et Modernes. 8 He tells us that the costume for the Sun should be 'cloth of gold with a gilt headdress'; with a silver version to denote the Moon. 9 The goddess Diana, the huntress, would always appear carrying a bow, wearing an animal skin and a moon motif (usually as a headdress).
As he grew older, Louis retired from appearing in ballets de cour but remained a staunch supporter of the art of dancing. With the formation of the Académie Royale de Dance in 1661, and the Académie de l'Opéra in 1669 (later known as the Académie Royale de Musique), Louis sought to raise both the technical and artistic standards of dance and choreography in order that even more spectacular entertainments could be created, and so that professional dancers could be trained to appear in them.
One of the first of these professional dancers was Jean Balon (1676-1739), who joined the dance Académie in 1691 and became a popular virtuoso during the later years of the reign of Louis XIV. 10 The first female professional to appear was a Mademoiselle
Lafontaine (1665-1738), who was recorded as dancing in Jean-Baptiste Lully's (1632-1687)
Triomphe de l'Amour in 1681. 11 ( Figure 3 ) Another prominent principal dancer, Mademoiselle Subligny, succeeded her as France's 'Queen of Dance' in 1688. 12 Referred to as danseurs seria these professional dancers generally took the roles of deities, heroes and monarchs. They undertook a seven year training programme which consisted of classes with a designated Master (Maître), followed by a gradual introduction into performances at court or at the Opéra, beginning in the chorus and coryphée ranks before moving up to leading roles as a principal dancer. 13 Dancing institutions at this time used a written system of symbols to record choreographies; principally Feuillet notation (Figure 4) Because the audience now viewed the stage from one perspective and at a greater distance, the detail added to dress needed to be exaggerated in order for it to be 'read' by the audience.
Stage costumes were made of heavier fabrics and were more layered than in court dress;
headdresses were wider and higher while flounces on sleeves were fuller and longer, giving greater emphasis to every gesture. This is a perfect description of the contretemps step or its adaptation, the baloné, for which By 1720 Claude Gillot (1673-1722), in whose studio Jean-Antoine Watteau (1684-1721) was an apprentice, had become chief designer to the court. Gillot is chiefly remembered for his designs for the ballet Les Éléments of 1721 which show a real departure from the previous style. 21 His costumes were not covered in heavy embroidery as were Bérain's, but used lighter fabrics, responding to the dancers' physical requirements as more complex moves were now being employed in the choreography. 22 In Gillot's designs, the silhouette is still based on court dress and shows the arrival of wider hoops for women, but with the lighter fabrics and softer colours they move dance costume further away from the stiff formality of court dress and bring an even greater element of fantasy to the characters being created. 23 For example a design for Folly shows a dress covered in rows of flounces, and The Hours of the Night wears a dark dress covered in stars with the Roman numerals of a clock spread around the hem. The lighter style of these designs suggests a greater understanding of the dancer's needs; however, Gillot still tended to exaggerate the male tonnelet for noble characters, taking it almost to the dimensions of the female hoops. This mirrored the power to dominate physical space previously associated with exaggerated female styles, especially those with wide hoops. This curious, stylized silhouette can be seen across Europe during this period, even being worn by actors for leading tragic roles. The
English actor James Quin (1693-1766), known for his work as a tragedian was depicted playing Coriolanus in 1749 wearing a strange extended skirt akin to a tonnelet.
In England in the early part of the century ballet was developing along different lines.
Theatrical dancing was performed between the acts of plays to divert the audience during lengthy costume or scene changes. These dances were often entirely unrelated to the drama. springs into the place of the other, which is simultaneously raised) and successive backward chassés. Here, the dancer is shown wearing flatter, softer shoes on stage, allowing her greater flexibility of the toes and instep. This is a significant practical difference from fashionable shoes which were still stiff and heavy with higher heels, restricting the foot's agility. The dancer is also shown lifting up her skirts to ensure that she did not tread on them while executing rapid chassés backwards. La Camargo excelled in such virtuosic footwork previously only performed by male dancers, and is renowned for shortening her skirts so that her spectacular footwork could be seen. She also began to wear close-fitting knickers known as caleçonde précaution, to preserve her dignity, a necessary addition because at this time women generally never wore such items of underwear. Sallé was the first 'danseuse seria' trained at the Paris Opéra to be recorded appearing thus.
Actresses had also been appearing in so-called 'breeches roles' (i.e. dressing as men), for decades. Any costuming that exposed the female form was popular with audiences especially the male segment, as they were given an opportunity to view more of the contours of her body than usual. Criticism from commentators, when it came, tended not to be aimed at the performance, but at the performer if her body was considered to be unsuitable to be viewed in this way. 39 Conversely, when men dressed as women this was seen as burlesque, and was considered amusing, with commentary focusing upon the comedy rather than the body.
In London the introduction of the Theatrical Licensing Act in 1737, and the monopoly given to the patent theatres of Covent Garden and Drury Lane for the performance of serious spoken drama, caused problems in the English theatre which particularly affected dancers.
Music and dance had always been an integral part of the presentation of plays but the Licensing Act forced unlicensed theatres, in order to survive, to make these elements a much greater part of the evening's entertainment. By dividing the musical presentation into two parts, a play could be performed "gratis" (ie: without charge) in the interval; the legal rules circumvented with pantomimes useful as afterpieces. Such independent theatres also capitalized on the public taste for tumblers, rope dances, burlesque acts and the Italian commedia dell'arte troupes previously enjoyed at the London Fairs. These entertainments began to fill the vacuum left by the Licensing Act's ban on serious drama. Grotesque dancers used their exaggerated movements to great comic effect, and slapstick or harlequinades began to fill the unlicensed English theatres. Such dances are depicted in Gregorio Lambranzi's (fl. (Figure 7 ) published in Germany in 1716. 40 This tradition of antimasque or grotesque dancing was well-established in England and was very popular. Its comic and acrobatic style satisfied public expectations of skill and virtuosity on stage. This change of emphasis in theatre programming had a significant effect on the development of dance. When Drury Lane presented serious drama, dancers who wished to continue working there were forced to accept acting roles. Whilst many actresses had modest dancing proficiency, for professional dancers acting ability now became a desirable skill.
1716) Nuova e curiosa scuola de' ballitheatrali
This was a radical step, one which led to a phenomenon which would now be referred to as the dancer-actress, in the tradition of Hester Santlow. could only be recognized from perhaps one item -such as a hat -or from their gestures and stance, since the main part of their costume followed the overall signature style of the period.
As before, no attempt was made at accuracy, the desire was to evoke the exotic through adding small touches to a set style of costume. All the women wore wide hoops, and for the male dance noble characters, their tonnelets had swelled to enormous proportions. As
Scaramouche was now not the only role where legs and arms were being lifted higher, the old-style costume designs of the Paris Opera had to respond.
Stage costumes at the Opéra trailed behind the innovations in dance in terms of practicality and suitability for the more natural dance style being employed, especially by the demicaractère dancer. Performances at the Opéra still had to conform to the pattern set by the Royal court as it was the king who sponsored the company. However, some choreographers who had worked outside this narrow milieu began to publicly question the fixed style which this created. One such was Jean-Georges Noverre, who was one of the greatest innovators of ballet style in the century 45 . In 1760, he lamented:
Greek, Roman, Shepherd, Hunter, Warrior… Laughs, Tritons, Winds, Fires, High
Priests … all these characters are cut to the same pattern and differ only in colour and the ornaments which a desire for ostentatious display rather than good taste causes them to be bespattered. As a choreographer Noverre was keen on depicting realistic narrative and emotional range.
He complained that dancers in Paris found themselves trapped in the stiff conventional costume designs of previous decades with elaborate headdresses, rigid tonnelets and excessive decoration. Such conventions were still rigidly adhered to, although somewhat modified for the freer arm movements required for gesture.
By the middle of the century the chief costume designer at the Opéra was Louis-René Boquet (1717-1814), who also designed entertainments for the traditional environment of the royal court. His style dominated French costume design for most of the second half of the century. 47 Many of his drawings survive in the Bibliothèque de l'Opéra in Paris; they have a light, fresh style, with a real sense of movement. However, the feeling of movement his drawings imply seems at odds with the greatly exaggerated hoops and tonnelets worn by the principal dancers, with their decorations of embroidery, swags of flowers and fabric that echoed the fashions of the court. There was still little attempt to suit the style of the costume to the character being played, and foreign dress was barely hinted at, if acknowledged at all.
Noverre reacted strongly against this outmoded style of costume, praising performers who 'discarded tonnelets or those stiff paniers which deprive them of all freedom' and made them 'resemble, as it were, an ill-contrived machine'. In 1776 Noverre achieved his ambition to be appointed ballet master at the Opéra, the highest and most prestigious position available to a choreographer. However, the appointment been made at the command of his former pupil Marie Antoinette, now queen of France, and without attention to precedent. This caused much discontent and his tenure was not a happy one; he resigned in 1781. This underlying resentment towards Noverre had caused him many problems, not least from some of the star performers such as Mlle Guimard (1743 - 1818).
She had risen from humble beginnings to become a talented and popular principal dancer.
She counted aristocrats among her lovers, whose allowances allowed her to live in some splendour. Guimard was strong minded and very aware of her public and what she felt they expected from her, especially when it came to her costumes. She had no interest in wearing character costumes required by Noverre, believing that she looked best in pale colours, and her desire to control the designs produced for her by Boquet brought her into direct conflict with him. 57 In 1770, dancing the part of Creuse in Noverre's ballet 'Jason et Medee' in a pale dress, she had used muslin petticoats instead of hoops to give volume to the skirt, and it has been suggested that this may have inspired the style of tutu for 'La Sylphide'. 58 In the finale of the same ballet she appeared as a shepherdess in a costume completely out of keeping with the other dancers. Her chosen style of dress, with the outer skirt pinned up to reveal a petticoat of a different colour, was considered audacious. It had been seen before at the Comédie-Italienne, but never at the Opéra and in the next few days, in a city always ready for the next craze, everyone in Paris had taken up the style and was wearing their own 'Robe à la Guimard'.
By the 1780s fashionable dress was reflecting the move to neoclassicism, with a slimmer line to female dresses and a rising waistline. The change can also be seen in costume for the ballet, as female dancers begin to appear, sixty years after the infamous experiments by Santlow, Prévost and Sallé, without paniers, in dresses made from flimsier fabrics that revealed more of their bodies and allowed much greater freedom of movement. Such changes led, in turn, to the wearing of flesh-coloured tights, a combination of knickers and long stockings - moves to preserve the dancer's modesty. 59 This innovation is often attributed to Maillot (d. 1838), a costume designer at the Opéra in the early-nineteenth century, but
Guimard, and the French dancer Charles Didelot (1767 -1837) are both known to have worn them long before in the 1780s and 1790s. Dancers adopted flat pumps, a style which though fashionable, evoked the type of footwear which had been worn since the beginning of the century by circus performers and acrobats, the soft leather giving suppleness and grip. 60 They were far more practical.
In 1789 in Bordeaux, just two weeks before the storming of the Bastille and the outbreak of the French Revolution, Dauberval produced his radical ballet La Fille mal gardée in which, for the first time, ordinary mortals, not deities or heroes, were the main protagonists. 61 In a bucolic setting, the story revolved around five credible country characters, which in itself was a significant departure, with a plot free of any artificial theatrical effects. It employed action which needed no explanation beyond that of the gestures used by the dancers. This comic ballet revolved around a mother's attempt to marry her only daughter to the witless son of a rich landowner. The daughter, who is already in love with another young man, has other ideas. Dauberval intended that the part of the mother, la
Veuve Ragotte (Simone in modern versions), should be played by a man and in the first production it was danced by the popular comedic dancer, M Brochard (dates unknown).
Another print by Bartolozzi ( Figure 10 ) provides some evidence of how the costumes used in this production might have looked. Gaetan Vestris's son Auguste (1760-1842), who had made his debut when he was twelve, had begun to perform in a new style of costume more evocative of the ordinary citizen comprising a simple jacket, shirt and breeches, a style which permitted greater virtuosity and a higher leg line. The young Vestris was noted for spinning endlessly in effortless pirouettes and for high leaps, one spectator remarking that 'he rose towards the sky in such a prodigious manner that he was believed to have wings. She is currently studying for a doctorate at BCU, examining the relationship between costume for dance, fashion, and female body image in the late eighteenth century.
